Introduction
A common theme within the academic literature on higher education is the congested nature of the graduate labour market and the increasingly protracted transitions from university into work (Brown and Hesketh, 2004) . Researchers have highlighted the lengths to which many students now go, in response to this congestion, to 'distinguish themselves' from other increasing the UK's market share of overseas students by 75 000 by 2005. Although such strategies have, on the whole, been successful (for example, the PMI target was achieved ahead of schedule), they have also largely defined the way in which UK higher education has come to be seen by many 'sending' countries. Indeed, Sir Drummond Bone, the former vicechancellor of Liverpool University and a key government adviser on the internationalisation of higher education has argued that:
From the point of view of overseas governments and perhaps at least as importantly the press overseas, the main problem with the UK is a perception that our universities are solely interested in international students as a source of revenue. (2008, p.3) More recently, UK policy is this area has undergone a subtle yet significant shift. Greater weight has come to be placed on the outward mobility of UK students and the advantages such mobility offers to the country as a whole, as well as the individuals concerned. Bone (2008) , for example, has argued strongly that the government should 'avoid the temptation of short-term mass recruitment to traditional study in the UK' (p.1), contending that placing emphasis, instead, on outward student mobility is 'surely desirable in its own right from the UK's national standpoint, networks built overseas by home students being just as valuable as networks built in the UK by overseas students' (p.7). An important contention of Bone -and others who make similar claims -is that the intercultural skills young people develop through studying in another country are of benefit to employers in the UK and help to further the employment prospects of the students who take up these opportunities. Such arguments have underpinned the second phase of the Prime Minister's Initiative ('PMI2') (from 2006-2011), in which much greater emphasis has been put on measures to encourage UK students to spend part of their degree overseas through the development of inter-institutional partnerships. They are also evident in the framework for higher education (Higher Ambitions) published in the autumn of 2009. Indeed, this states that:
There is a vital role for universities in helping to internationalise the experience of British students, so that they emerge from higher education with a clear sense of Britain's European and global context. Spending even a short period abroad as a student helps individuals develop new perspectives. (BIS, 2009, p. 90) Similar trends can be seen in other Western countries which have, traditionally, been seen primarily as 'destination' countries and focused most energy on promoting inward mobility.
In the US, for example: the Abraham Lincoln Study Abroad Fellowship Program has called
for the number of Americans studying overseas to be increased to one million by 2016;
Harvard University has announced that study abroad will become a requirement for the majority of its degrees; and the University of Minnesota has set a goal for 50 per cent of its students to spend part of their degree programme studying overseas within ten years (CIHE, 2007) . Within Australia, both the federal government and individual universities have provided scholarships for home students to study in Asia, while in Canada the Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada has called for the federal government to provide financial support to help an additional 8000 students annually access study or work opportunities abroad (ibid.). Within Europe, similar patterns have been evident: the Austrian government has set a target for 50 per cent of graduates to have had a 'mobility experience' relevant to their studies by 2020, while Finland has set a more modest target -of outgoing student mobility in its universities to have reached six per cent by 2015 (CEC, 2009 Here, the economic and employment-related benefits to the region are highlighted, alongside those to the individual and his/her nation-state.
The stance of employers
Despite the clear emphasis on the employment-related benefits of student mobility (such as developing intercultural competence and new linguistic skills) evident within policy documents at both the national and European level, there is less consensus about the attitudes and behaviour of those involved in recruiting graduates. Firstly, some have argued that employers are already acutely aware of the benefits of a period studying abroad, and that this often informs their recruitment practices. The Council for Industry and Higher Education (CIHE), for example, has suggested that, when asked to compare a UK graduate who had completed their full degree overseas with a UK-educated graduate with the same academic qualifications, one in six employers indicated completing a full degree overseas made the candidate more employable (Archer and Davison, 2007) . The CIHE goes on to claim that one third of employers viewed a graduate with any overseas study experience as more employable, and that the majority of employers who took part in their survey 'commented that studying overseas makes an applicant well-rounded in terms of skills, experience and personal development' (Archer and Davison, 2007, p.14 It is also the case that some policy documents have raised questions about the extent to which employers do, in practice, value overseas education. Indeed, the European Green Paper on Learning Mobility argues that 'businesses need to be convinced' (CEC, 2009, p.17) of the value of educational mobility. Moreover, even the CIHE report, discussed above, indicates that while a third of employers considered that employability was enhanced by any overseas experience, a significant majority of employers (the remaining two-thirds) did not share this view. Similarly, research that has been conducted on the professional value of the 'Erasmus' scheme has indicated that, as participation has become more widespread, the associated employment premium has declined (Bracht et al., 2006) .
The subsequent sections of this article seek to explore whether educational mobility does provide UK graduates with a greater competitive edge within a UK (and potentially global) labour market as claimed by many of the policy texts cited above and, thus, whether going overseas for higher education can be considered a further strategy in the pursuit of 'distinction'.
Research methods
The arguments developed in this article draw on research that was conducted as part of a British Academy-sponsored project on 'International Higher Education and the Mobility of UK Students'. Although there is now a substantial literature on students who move from nonEnglish speaking to English-speaking countries, we know relatively little about the motivations and experiences of those who move from advanced English-speaking nations to pursue their studies elsewhere. Moreover, those studies that have focused on such migration, have tended to focus on 'credit mobility' (i.e. short-term periods abroad as planned parts of a domestic degree programme), such as the Erasmus scheme, to the neglect of those who move overseas for the whole of an undergraduate or postgraduate degree ('degree mobility'). In seeking to address this gap, we conducted in-depth interviews with 85 young adults who had recently completed a degree at an overseas university or were seriously contemplating moving abroad for this reason ii . We were keen to explore any differences by level of study and so included both undergraduates and postgraduates in the sample (see Table 1 for further details).
[Insert Table 1 advertisements circulated to staff at a number of universities; and 'snowballing' via our own personal contacts. Our achieved sample is relatively diverse in terms of gender (see Table 1) and ethnicity: 22 of the respondents came from minority ethnic backgrounds. The social class of the sample is, however, much more homogeneous, with a majority from middle class backgrounds (measured in terms of parental education and occupation). However, as other studies have pointed out, those from more privileged backgrounds are currently more likely than others to study overseas -because of: the greater economic resources they are able to draw upon to finance such mobility; their greater familiarity with overseas cultures, often gained through family travel; and, in some cases, their more geographically dispersed social networks (see, for example, Findlay et al., 2006; Kenway and Fahey, 2007; Ong, 1999 processes. They were also asked about their previous experiences of travel and their assessment of the similarities and differences of higher education in the UK and abroad.
Those who had completed an undergraduate or postgraduate degree overseas were also asked about their experiences during their degree (both academic and social) and their lives since graduating. For this group, we were particularly interested in the extent to which they perceived they had been advantaged or disadvantaged within the labour market, as a consequence of their overseas qualification. In the following sections of the article, we draw on this dataset to consider, firstly, the role of employment-related factors in an initial decision to study abroad and, secondly, the perceived impact of an overseas education on labour market experiences. We then go on to explore the ways in which, for some of our respondents, an overseas education and early employment experiences both fed into a longerterm goal of securing citizenship of another country.
Making a decision: the relative importance of employment-related factors
Many studies of 'East' to 'West' migration have emphasised the key role of calculations about future employability in decisions about whether to study abroad; to students from Asian countries, in particular, an overseas qualification is frequently seen as conferring substantial advantage within domestic labour markets, once they have returned home (Bodycott, 2009; Rizvi, 2000) . In her research on mobility from Hong Kong to Canada for higher education, for example, Author B (2007) argues that many Hong Kong employers have themselves been educated overseas and so, when recruiting graduates, often favour others in possession of a Western degree. In this way, she argues, privilege is perpetuated. There is some evidence that participation in the European Union's Erasmus programme may also be underpinned by a desire to improve one's employment prospects. Indeed, Krazaklewska (2008) argues that the motives of Erasmus students tend to relate to two dimensions: an 'experiential' dimension (encompassing a range of personal and cultural factors) and an 'employment' dimension (including: a belief that a period abroad will lead to an improvement in marks on return to the home university; the development of international openness; and a greater appeal to potential employers).
In our research, however, the absence of such motivations was notable. There was little evidence to suggest that our respondents had sought an overseas education as a strategic means of accumulating cultural capital and securing labour market advantage. Indeed, many of the young adults in our sample described how their career plans had been very vague and To be perfectly honest I wasn't very much thinking about advantage, I mean I was quite interested in studying longer and I wanted to travel and so it was an end in itself.
I don't think I gave much thought to the fact you know where would I end up at the end of it? (Shaun, postgraduate study in Canada and at European Union Institute,
Italy)
In explaining the differences between our sample and research conducted to date, we suggest, firstly, that despite the ostensibly 'care-free' objectives of many of our respondents (such as seeking 'excitement' and 'adventure' from overseas study), most came from highly privileged backgrounds and their experiences served only to facilitate the reproduction of their privilege (Authors, 2010) . Secondly, in the cases where students were clearly adopting a more strategic outlook, this was in relation to the status of the higher education institution they attended, rather than the possession of an overseas qualification per se. Indeed, as we have argued elsewhere (Authors, 2009), a significant number of our respondents chose to move overseas only when they perceived that access to elite education (particularly entry to Oxford and Cambridge) within the UK had been closed down. Moreover, when those in our sample who had already completed a degree overseas were asked to reflect on their labour market experiences, several remarked on the value of the awarding institution, rather than its 'overseas' location. In this extract, for example, Nicola, who gained a bachelor's degree from
Harvard University, asserts that, for her, it was the status of the university that was most advantageous, rather than the experience of having studied outside the UK in itself: This kind of reasoning is also partially explained by the significant spatial variation in the value of educational qualifications. The evidence suggests that a degree awarded by a 'Western', Anglophone country often has considerably higher status within the labour markets of many 'Eastern' countries than an equivalent domestic qualification; this then provides strong motivation to seek such advantage through overseas study. In contrast, in those countries such as the UK from where prestigious degrees often emanate, calculations are clearly different; indeed, an overseas qualification may be seen by employers as of less value than one secured from a British university. There is some evidence that similar geographical variation can be seen even within Europe, with the 'professional value' of the Erasmus scheme being valued higher by students in eastern European countries than by their counterparts in western nations (Bracht et al., 2006) . This argument is developed further below.
Moving into employment: the impact of overseas study
In their study of the leaders of global companies, Mazlish and Morss (2005) argue that these 'global elites' 'increasingly see themselves as cosmopolitans, as global citizens, with an identity that embraces but that also transcends the nation-state and its restricted sense of territoriality' (p.171). They also suggest that there is a clear route from some forms of international education into high status multinational companies. Indeed, they note that
McKinsey (the management consultancy firm) boasts that it is the largest employer of Rhodes and Marshall scholars on the planet. Moreover, Recchi (2006) Certainly, within our study, those respondents who had been keen to work in an international arena believed that having studied abroad had given them an advantage over other graduates with no overseas experience. Many of those working in academia also expressed similar views. Nevertheless, these were the only two areas of employment in which those in our sample were able to identify a specific and direct employment-related benefit to having studied overseas.
Indeed, our research suggests that, not only were relatively few of our respondents motivated to pursue an overseas education because of strategic calculations about labour market advantage but that, in a significant minority of cases, overseas study was believed to have impeded job prospects. This was played out in a number of ways. Firstly, some talked about the ways in which the longer length of postgraduate qualifications outside the UK had delayed their entry into the labour market and disadvantaged them at the initial stages of their career, at least in comparison to their peers who had remained in Britain: Thirdly, and in contrast to the claims made in the policy documents discussed in the first part of this article, many respondents believed that UK employers often did not value a period of overseas study. Some described a relatively high level of ignorance on the part of graduate recruiters about overseas qualifications. Yuuna, for example, described the effort that she had had to put in to convince employers that her degree, obtained from an Ivy League college in the US, was of equivalent value to a British degree, while Divyesh, who had studied in South Africa, believed that such views were often predicated upon an assumption that British degrees were of a higher quality than those obtained elsewhere:
Oh well, I mean again the thing about English university is that it's bog standard, they Similarly, Alan explained that one of the factors that had discouraged him from moving back to the UK after studying for a psychology degree at the Australian National University was the attitude of British employers:
So, if you were thinking about promotion prospects in the UK, it's actually probably you know a ball and a chain rather than an advantage because it would be really hard to convince the British Psychological Society that my course, the course that I did here, is equivalent to the British ones. (Alan, MSc, Australian National University)
In other cases, respondents described how understandings of university status did not transfer easily across national borders. Leo, for example, had completed a postgraduate qualification at a very prestigious 'grande école' in Paris (following an undergraduate degree at Cambridge). Nevertheless, he had had some difficulty in finding a job on return to the UK and had become frustrated that very few employers were aware of the status of the French institution he had attended. From his perspective, no labour market advantage seemed to have accrued through gaining access to an elite and highly selective university abroad. Finally, a small number of the young adults in our sample wondered whether evidence of travelling per se (even in order to pursue a degree) had disadvantaged them in some fields of employment:
Interviewer Again, the findings from our study illustrate some of the differences between the experiences of students who travel from 'East' to 'West' in pursuit of a higher education and those who move from western, Anglophone nations. Although there is a large body of work within economic geography on the mismatch between human capital and employment opportunities for migrants moving from less developed to developed countries (Bauder, 2003; Boyer, 1996; Iredale, 2003) , existing studies of those who move to the 'West' for higher education have highlighted the considerable labour market rewards that frequently follow the acquisition of an overseas tertiary-level qualification (Ong, 1999; Rizvi, 2000; Author B, 2007 Our study also highlights the way in which cultural capital cannot always be carried unproblematically across national borders (see also Gewirtz et al., 1995) . Despite the prevalence of world rankings of universities (Marginson and van der Wende, 2007) , an increasingly international market for higher education (Altbach and Knight, 2007) and the alleged globalisation of education policy (Montsios, 2009) , the strongly national orientation of many British employers is evident. Narratives such as those presented above suggest that, as a result of a lack of knowledge of other higher education systems on the part of many UK employers and perhaps pervasive assumptions that a British degree is of greater value than an equivalent-level qualification gained elsewhere, the employment benefits of studying at an elite overseas university are often highly geographically circumscribed.
'Flexible employment'?
In her much-cited text, Flexible Citizenship (1999), Aihwa Ong argues that contemporary society has witnessed a considerable shift in the meaning attached to the concept of citizenship. She claims that this has occurred, mainly, in response to various globalising pressures. Indeed, she contends that:
Although citizenship is commonly thought of as based on political rights and participation within a sovereign state, globalization has made economic calculation a major element in diasporan subjects' choice of citizenship...seeking to both circumvent and benefit from different nation-state regimes by selecting different sites for investments, work and family relocations. (p.63)
She goes on to suggest that citizenship can thus be considered as a strategy for acquiring capital and/or power. It is 'flexible' in that it is driven largely by economic concerns, and implies little loyalty to any one particular nation-state. The role education can play in such strategic behaviour is also discussed explicitly by Ong. Indeed, she claims that student migration from Hong Kong to universities in various western, Anglophone nations (the focus of her empirical work) has often been driven by economic imperatives; here, the acquisition of citizenship -which overseas study may facilitate -is rarely a goal in its own right. Instead, it is understood primarily as a means of gaining employment overseas and contributing to capital accumulation. Such motivations can also be seen in recent research on students from
Asia and the Indian sub-continent who move to Australia to pursue their higher education (Jackling, 2009; Robertson, 2009 ). Baas (2006) argues that a large majority of mobile Indian students are motivated by a desire to secure permanent residency -in part, encouraged by the immigration policies of the Australian government (see also Ziguras and Law, 2006) . As in
Ong's analysis, education is seen as a means of gaining residency which, in turn, is believed to open up new employment opportunities and other means of securing economic advantage.
Indeed, Baas suggests that most such students are from families which 'are upwardly mobile but often seem to think that their mobility is too limited in India itself....having a family member abroad will not only generate more money but will also increase the family's reputation' (p.23).
In our study, however, a markedly different picture emerged. Many of our respondents (both undergraduate and postgraduate) had embarked upon overseas education because of a strong desire to live abroad on completion of their studies as an end in itself, rather than as a means to better employment opportunities. Amongst this group, it was commonly believed that, in order to gain citizenship of their chosen country, it would first be necessary to find employment in that country, and that gaining an overseas qualification would facilitate this process. Indeed, many believed that employers in their desired country of residence would look much more favourably on those with a degree from a 'domestic' university, rather than one gained in the UK. This is illustrated well in the following quotation from Cecil:
I got a girlfriend in Munich who was German and she was more or less attached to Here, we see perceived causality working in the opposite direction from that outlined by Ong:
our sample saw employment overseas as a necessary step towards securing citizenship, rather than citizenship as a strategic means of gaining employment or securing economic advantage.
Like Ong's respondents, overseas education played an important role in this process.
However, it was largely in facilitating entry to overseas employment as a step towards the more important goal of securing citizenship, rather than as a means of acquiring a 'flexible citizenship' necessary for capital accumulation. Thus, we would argue that it is employment that was pursued strategically, in a 'flexible' manner, rather than citizenship.
Our work thus suggests that there may be further important differences between the way in which mobility for higher education is understood by those moving to western, Anglophone Again, this raises important questions about some of the claims made in the policy texts discussed in the first part of this article about the increasingly global nature of the graduate labour market and the willingness of employers to seek talent from across the globe, irrespective of the particular country from which qualifications have been gained. Our data suggest that graduate employers often remain predominantly national in focus and, perhaps largely as a consequence of this, young adults continue to see the value of higher education qualifications as strongly spatially-differentiated. As such, there appear to be strong parallels between our research and studies within economic geography that have emphasised both the spatiality and the social basis of credential evaluation (e.g. Iredale, 2003) .
Conclusion
In her analysis of higher education marketing strategies across the globe, Ravinder Sidhu (2006) argues that: 'The global education market draws on, and simultaneously authors, the fantasies, dreams and desires of its customers.... Establishing oneself as interesting and different marks out the tourist-student as an object worthy of recruitment and further investment' (p. 308). However, as we have demonstrated above, our in-depth study of the motivations of UK students leads us to rather different conclusions. Unlike the research which has been conducted on Asian students, we found little evidence of the strategic pursuit of labour market advantage through overseas education. Nevertheless, this is not to say that the young adults in our sample had not acted strategically at all: for some, an overseas education represented a first step towards gaining employment within and, ultimately, citizenship of, another country. Moreover, as we have argued elsewhere (Authors, 2009), a significant minority used overseas education to gain access to a high status education that they believed had been closed down to them in the UK. Even in these cases, however, obtaining an elite education elsewhere did not lead automatically to reward within the British labour market.
The cultural capital that perhaps would be assumed to accumulate from attending an Ivy
League college in the US or a 'grande école' in France did not necessarily transfer across national borders in an unproblematic manner.
Indeed, in developing this argument, we have pointed to the important spatial disparities that our research has revealed. While extant research on educational mobility from 'East' to 'West' has emphasised the global nature of the higher education market, our study suggests that the motivations and experiences of western students are significantly different from those of their Asian counterparts, and that more attention needs to be paid to these significantly different geographies of student migration. Indeed, the problems faced by our respondents in gaining recognition for their overseas qualifications -even if obtained from highly elite institutions -illustrate the limited 'portability' of educational qualifications in some parts of the world. These differences between the experiences of students who move to the UK (and other western countries) and those who move from the UK can be explained, in large part, by the positioning of UK degrees, relative to those awarded by other countries, and the relative positioning of western bodies of knowledge. The available evidence suggests that Asian employers, for example, often value a western degree more highly than one obtained from a domestic university -because of: its content, favouring western forms of knowledge (Rizvi, 2000) ; its association with the development of western forms of 'comportment' (Author B, 2008) ; and the status of western universities, generally, on the world stage. In contrast, the value of an overseas degree to a UK employer is significantly different: the hierarchical positioning of universities internationally (Marginson, 2008) and the privileging of western, Anglophone forms of knowledge (particularly in the disciplines of management, commerce and economics) (Mazlish and Morss, 2005; Kenway and Fahey, 2007) may both encourage assumptions amongst graduate recruiters about the 'superior' quality of a UK qualification.
Such assumptions clearly stand in stark contrast to the policy discourses discussed in the first part of this paper and highlight important disparities between the very positive view of higher education, made explicit in formal texts from UK politicians, the European Commission and the UK-based Council for Industry and Higher Education, and the actual practices of many graduate employers. Claims that a truly global graduate labour market has arrived thus seem a little premature. i In Norway, for example, the government has supported overseas study as a means of responding to fluctuating demand for higher education places (Wiers-Jensen, 2008) .
ii As our data collection ended before those considering overseas study were required to make a final decision, we are unable to explore any differences between those who did go on to study abroad and those who did not (see Findlay and King, 2010 for some discussion of differences between these two groups). However, in terms of the arguments advanced in this article, there were no significant differences between those who had completed a degree abroad and those who were seriously considering this option.
iii The FTSE 100 Index (Financial Times Stock Exchange Index) is a share index of the 100 most highly capitalised companies listed on the London Stock Exchange.
iv Research on mobile students from outside the UK has also tended to point to their relatively privileged backgrounds and middle class location. Indeed, many of the studies of Asian students, with which we make comparisons in this article, emphasise the significant cultural and economic resources often available to these young people.
